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Introduction 
 
This report represents the 35th annual edition of the Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments 
series. It has continued to provide an important informational role regarding agricultural land market 
dynamics for the many stakeholders. As stated in the introduction of the first annual report: 
      
    “The dynamics of the farm real estate market, particularly in recent years, suggests that  
     accurate and complete information concerning this market is of great importance. From  
    the standpoint of the public interest as well as that of individual participants, all land  
    market decisions should be based upon a sound understanding of the current market  
    situation.” 1    
  
In today’s market, where market transactions exceeding a million dollars are the norm, objective market 
information and analysis is more critical than ever. The annual February 1st University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
Nebraska Farm Real Estate survey provides the foundation for that effort.  
 
This year, the February 2013 survey of over 100 expert-panel reporters from across the state provided 
current information and insight regarding the agricultural land market conditions in their areas. The panel 
members have been selected on the basis of being closely affiliated with agricultural land markets as 
certified agricultural appraisers, professional farm managers, agricultural lenders, etc. Moreover, the vast 
majority of panelists have reported annually for a number of years; which provides valuable historical 
consistency and context to the information provided.    
 
Based on their knowledge of market activity, reporters provide point-in-time estimates of current 
agricultural land values and cash rental rates for a variety of land types and classes. Comparing these 
current measures against previous year’s results provides important trend analysis over time. The 
historical UNL data series for Nebraska agricultural land values going back to 1978; the agricultural cash 
rental rate series back to 1981; and the USDA historical all-land value series are included in the appendix 
to this report.      
 
In addition to the point-in-time estimates, panel reporters provide details regarding actual sales 
transactions which have occurred over the previous 12 months. This year, our panel provided 
information on 520 sales that were considered representative of the recent agricultural land market. This 
gives important insight into the characteristics of recent sales as well as benchmark indicators for 
studying trends over time.      
 
Because the state is quite diverse in land resource characteristics and agricultural patterns, most of the 
market information is provided down to sub-state levels which are the Nebraska Agricultural Statistics 
Districts (See Figure 1). This provides greater geographically-appropriate detail that is not available from 
other data sources, such as quarterly value estimates from the Kansas City Federal Reserve and the 
Economic Research Service-USDA annual Farm Value and Cash Rent series for the state as a whole.     
But this is not to say that even sub-state levels of values and cash rents appropriately reflect the 
conditions of any local market in that geographic area. In fact, local differences in values and rents can be 
extreme. So, the information and analysis to follow here is a more realistic measure of general patterns 
and trends. Should one need information down to a specific parcel, we strongly recommend they seek 
out the services of a certified agricultural appraiser and/or a professional farm management firm.  
  
1 Johnson, Bruce B. and Ronald J. Hanson. Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments in 1977-1978, UNL 
Department of Agricultural Economics, Report No. 84, July 1978  
 
 








2013 Nebraska Agricultural Land Values 
 
• Despite extreme drought across the state in the last half of 2012, agricultural land values continued 
their upward climb with an all-land average increase of 25 percent for the year ending February 1, 
2013 (Figure 2 and Table 1). 
• Nebraska’s 2013 all-land average value topped the $3,000 per acre market plateau.   
• Survey respondents indicated there were strong value gains for all the land classes, but the variation 
across the classes and sub-state regions were extreme.  
• Drought conditions probably contributed to the largest percentage value gains for irrigated land, 
particularly center pivot irrigated land. 
• For the first time ever, a land class average value exceeded $10,000 per acre — center pivot 
irrigated land in the East District (value of pivot not included in that per-acre value). 
• In most areas of the state, the grazing land value gains were significantly below those of the 
cropland classes, a reflection of severe drought, high input costs and income shortfalls for the 
state’s cattle industry.  
• The recent value increases build on the extremely large gains of recent years. The result is a 
doubling of Nebraska’s all-land market value level over the past three years (Tables 2 and 3). 
• Six of the eight sub-state regions have experienced a doubling of land values since early 2010.  
• The irrigated cropland classes have shown the most remarkable value gains—particularly center 
pivot irrigated cropland which rose 115 percent over the past three years and 140 percent over the 
past five years.  
• The complete series of average land values by region and land class are located in Appendix Table 4. 
• Given the 2013 market values, the estimated total value of agricultural land and buildings in the 
state has reached an estimated $147.4 billion. As noted in Appendix Table 1, this wealth build-up 
has been considerable — amounting to nearly $78 billion in agricultural real estate asset value in 
just three years.  
  
Figure 1. Nebraska Agricultural Statistics Districts 
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Figure 2. Average Value of Nebraska Farmland, February 1, 2013 and Percent Change 
  From Year Earlier
  
Table 1.  Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Land Types and Sub-State 
Regions, February 1, 2013a   
Type of Land  
and Year 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast Statec 
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  -  








































































































































































Source:  a 2012 and 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
  b Value of pivot not included in per acre value. 
  c Weighted averages. 
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 Dollars/Acre      ------------------------- Percent Change --------------------------- 
Northwest 715 13 54 58 
North 1,055 20 69 74 
Northeast 6,165 24 113 126 
Central 3,750 27 103 123 
East 7,185 18 93 105 
Southwest 1,750 31 89 124 
South 4,460 33 118 152 
Southeast 5,400 26 121 120 
Entire State 3,040 25 102 115 
Source: a Annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
 




Value 1-Year Change 3-Year Change 5-Year Change 
 Dollars/Acre ---------------------- Percent Change ----------------------- 
Dryland Cropland     
No Irrigation Potential 3,010 25 97 106 
Irrigation Potential 5,270 21 102 116 
Grassland     
Tillable 1,230 22 84 89 
Nontillable 695 19 64 54 
Hayland     
 1,585 27 96 86 
Irrigated Cropland     
Gravity 6,835 27 109 128 
Center Pivotb 7,590 30 115 140 
All Land 3,040 25 102 115 
Source: a Annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
 b Value of pivot not included in per acre value. 
                               
 
2013 Land Value Ranges 
 
• In addition to estimates of average value, our survey panel members also provide per-acre 
estimates across the quality ranges of land. They are asked to estimate values for what they 
would consider the low grade and the high grade quality levels for each of the land classes (Table 
4).    
• As has been the case for a number of years, the reported dollar-per-acre spread between high 
and low grades is considerable, which implies that market participants are factoring quality (and 
related productivity) differences into bid levels — even in a market dynamic taking on “land 
boom” characteristics.  
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Table  4. Average Reported Value Per Acre of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types and Grade of Land in 
Nebraska by Agricultural Statistics District, February 1, 2013a  
 
Type of Land 
and Grade 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
 ---- - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  Dollars Per Acre  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - --- -  






























































































































































































   8,350 
 11,025 
   6,400 
    9,400 
  11,300 
    7,600 
Source:  a 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
 b Value of pivot not included in per acre value. 
 
Net Rates of Return to Agricultural Land 
 
• Agricultural land is a production asset. Its value is therefore tied closely to its productivity and 
income-generating potential. Record shattering farm income levels of recent years, particularly 
for cash grain producers, have fueled the income expectations associated with agricultural land 
investment. At the same time, earnings potential in alternative investment options have plunged 
due to monetary policy, creating record-low interest rates. The consequence is that market 
participants on both the buying and ownership sides of the market are willing to accept 
somewhat lower percentage rates of return on land investment. In other words, asset values 
have been climbing faster than associated net earnings for a number of years. As can be seen in 
Table 5, the estimated annual net rates of return as a percentage of current market values have 
continued to decline into 2013.  
• For irrigated land, the estimated net percentage return on current value (what real estate 
appraisers call the market-derived capitalization rate) fell below 3.5 percent for the first time in 
the 23-year series. In financial jargon, this would infer that the expected return on investment 
(ROI) of an irrigation parcel priced at $10,000 per acre would fall below $350 per acre in annual 
net earnings.          
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Table 5: Estimated Annual Net Rates of Return by Type of Land and Agricultural Statistics District, 
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Table 5: Estimated Annual Net Rates of Return by Type of Land and Agricultural Statistics District, 
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Source:  a Historical UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey series, 1990-2013. 
 b Reporter estimates of annual net returns as percentage rates of current land values. Real estate appraisers refer to 
 this percentage as the market-derived capitalization rate. 
  
 
• Both relatively low returns on alternative investments (opportunity costs) and recent dramatic 
appreciation in agricultural real estate values have set a tone for market acceptance of low 
annual percentage earnings.  
• For the state, estimated net returns for dryland cropland fell below three percent in 2013, 
essentially half the level reported in 1990. In similar fashion, expected percentage returns for 
grazing land fell below two percent in 2013, as compared with levels of four and one-half to more 
than five percent in the early 1990’s.  
• These historically low net rates of return represent important bell-weather metrics of the 
agricultural land market, since ultimately the value of agricultural land is fundamentally tied to 
earnings and expectations of earnings. Sharp downturns in annual returns to land and/or  
upward-climbing interest rates from present historical lows (rising opportunity costs) could 
trigger a downturn in land values of significant magnitude.  
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Factors Influencing Current Agricultural Land Markets 
 
• Many factors are contributing to a strong agricultural land market. Reporters indicated that crop 
prices have been the largest contributor (Figure 3). 
• Obviously, drought-induced crop commodity price spikes in 2012 were significantly enhancing 
returns to cropland up through the early months of 2013. However, given current (June 2013)  
commodity price outlooks with large 2013 crop levels on the horizon, this factor presently may 
well be more muted than in February of this year when the survey was taken.  
• Purchase-for-farm-expansion continues to be a profound force underlying the upward movement 
of agricultural land values. The scaling up of crop farm size to accommodate the new and more 
sophisticated precision agriculture technology leads to a strong demand by active farmer buyers 
who already are farming large acreages. In any given local market, there will tend to be a 
relatively small number of these larger entities who will be in the market for land when it comes 
up for sale. As noted in the tables to follow, active farmer buyers will often tend to dominate the 
buyer side of the market — particularly in the major crop producing areas of the state.  
 
 
Figure 3. Reporters’ Rating of Factors Influencing Agricultural Land Values in Their Areas of 
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• One factor that reporters believed to have essentially no effect on land values was the Federal 
Farm Program payments. Direct farm payments which were so critical to cropland returns a 
decade ago are now essentially history, (current farm program debate is conceding removal of 
such payments, and in turn, shifting emphasis to a continuing crop insurance plan of support). 
However, even a partially subsidized crop insurance program built into a five-year Federal Farm 
Program can reduce risk for producers and essentially become capitalized into land values.        
• In light of the multi-year run-up of agricultural land values, while residential and commercial 
property values were stable at best during the recession and slow economic recovery, a 
significant shift in assessed values for property tax purposes has been occurring. Throughout 
non-metro Nebraska the property tax load has shifted significantly to agricultural real estate. 
Property owners who have watched their assessed value levels and, to a lesser extent, their 
property taxes rise over several years, are fully aware of this. But at this time, it does not appear 
to be a measurable negative effect on land values; although that could be changing in the future, 
particularly if farm income levels turn downward for a time. 
 
 
Characteristics of 2012 Land Market Transactions 
 
• Each year our panel of reporters provides specific detail on recent farm real estate sales which 
they consider representative of local market conditions. This year they provided detailed 
information on 520 farm real estate sales which occurred over the previous 12 months.  
• As indicated in Table 6, the average agricultural land parcel sold in 2012 was 270 acres, of which 
60 percent was cropland and 40 percent was pasture and sold for $3,795 per acre, for a total 
price of $1,050,000. However, the variations across regions of the state are extreme. 
• In all but two of the regions, the parcels sold in 2012 averaged $1 million or more.  
• While the East District was characterized by smaller cropland parcels averaging less than 120 
acres in size, the North District was characterized by sales of predominantly pasture land which 
averaged more than 2,000 acres in size. Yet in both those regions the average sale price of 
parcels sold exceeded $1 million.      
• With agricultural land transactions of $1 million or more being the norm rather than the 
exception in 2012, it is in quite interesting that essentially half of the reported sales were cash 
purchases involving no debt financing (Table 7). Clearly, the market is being driven by buyer 
entities with considerable financial means.  
• Mortgage financing was being used in about half the purchases overall, but constituting up to 
two-thirds of the acquisitions in a couple of the districts. However, whenever mortgages were 
employed, the down payment requirements have tended to be fairly substantial (35% or more of 
purchase price). This, in combination with low fixed-rate mortgage interest rates has led to a 
relatively modest debt exposure from these transactions.  
• Given the above financials of recent sales activity, it would appear that recent buyers in the 
market are financially solvent and capable of weathering a moderate downturn in market values, 
if that were to occur.  
• More than four out of every five buyers in recent months have been active farmer buyers who 
are adding the purchased parcels to their existing operations (Table 8). In several of the regions, 
active farmers essentially dominated the buyer side of the recent market.  
• With the partial exception of some activity in the ranching areas of the state, the conventional 
wisdom that outside investors are buying up agricultural land in Nebraska is a myth.  
• Estate settlement tends to be the primary seller entity for recent agricultural land transactions 
(Table 9). This has been the pattern for the many years that this real estate study has tracked 
seller characteristics.   
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Table 6. Land Characteristics of 2012 Agricultural Real Estate Transactions, by Agricultural  




Average Size  
of Tract 




Cropland Pasture Per Acre Per Tract 

























































State 270 24 36 40 3,795 1,024,700 
SOURCE: Based on 520 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2012 and reported in the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm 




Table 7. Types of Financing Associated with 2012 Agricultural Real Estate Sales, by Agricultural 








For Deed Other 
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  Percent - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Northwest 64 30 6 0 
North 37 55 8 0 
Northeast 53 44 1 2 
Central 28 66 0 6 
East 41 58 1 0 
Southwest 32 66 0 2 
South 65 31 0 4 
Southeast 38 60 0 2 
State 49 47 2 2 
SOURCE: Based on 520 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2012 and reported in the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm 
Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
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Table 8. Percent Distribution of Agricultural Real Estate Transactions in 2012 by Buyer Type, by 













 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Percent - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Northwest 64 5 10 21 
North 59 8 25 8 
Northeast 87 9 4 0 
Central 73 15 6 6 
East 72 19 5 4 
Southwest 89 2 7 2 
South 88 6 6 0 
Southeast 82 11 2 5 
State 81 11 6 2 
SOURCE: Based on 520 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2012 and reported in the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm 
Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
 
 
Table 9. Percent Distribution of Agricultural Real Estate Transactions in 2012 by Seller Type, by 



















             - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  Percent  - - - - - - -- - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Northwest 37 23 15 19 2 4 
North 33 33 17 17 0 0 
Northeast 7 8 40 18 6 21 
Central 9 9 48 15 4 15 
East 16 1 48 10 6 19 
Southwest 38 21 19 11 6 5 
South 4 15 57 11 4 8 
Southeast 12 -- 33 26 14 15 
State 17 9 38 16 7 13 
SOURCE: Based on 520 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2012 and reported in the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm 
Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
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• About one out of six sellers in 2012 were active farmers, which seems inconsistent with the fact 
that active farmers are so prominent on the buyer side. However, what seems to be occurring is 
that active farmers sometimes reconfigure their ownership holdings, selling off a less desirable 
parcel and replacing it with one that better fits the operation. 
• Reporters in the 2013 survey indicated there had been some increased sales activity at the end of 
2012 in response to anticipated tax changes in 2013. However, those incentives were not unique 
to any one particular seller group.  
 
 
2013 Cash Rental Rates 
 
• More than four out of every ten acres of agricultural land in Nebraska is rented, with the vast 
majority of those acres under cash rental arrangements. 
• Based on UNL survey results, negotiated 2013 cash rental rates are up from year-earlier levels, 
and continuing an upward climb of the past four to five years (Table 10). 
 
 
Table 10. Reported Cash Rental Rates for Various Types of Nebraska Farmland and Pasture: 2013 
Averages, Percent Change from 2012 and Quality Ranges by Agricultural Statistics Districta 
 
 
Type of Land 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
                              - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
Dryland Cropland: 
   Average .................   
   % Change ...............   
   High .......................   

































Gravity Irrigated Cropland: 
   Average .................   
   % Change ...............   
   High .......................   

































Center Pivot Irrigated Croplandc 
   Average .................   
   % Change ...............   
   High .......................   


































   Average .................   
   % Change ...............   
   High .......................   

































SOURCE: a Reporters’ estimated cash rental rates (both averages and ranges) from the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market 
Developments Survey. 
b Insufficient number of reports. 
 c Cash rents on center pivot land assumes landowners own total irrigation system. 
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•  Dryland cropland rates for 2013 are about eight percent above a year ago in the eastern third of 
Nebraska; while rates in the remainder of the state rose five percent or less. Drought conditions 
into 2013 and serious soil moisture deficits, no doubt, contributed to rather modest increases 
compared with those of recent years.  
• Cash rent levels for irrigated land showed larger percentage increases than those for dryland 
cropland, reflecting the enhanced value of supplemental water, particularly during extended 
rain-deficit periods.  
• Across the state, center pivot irrigated cropland cash rental rates for 2013 were reportedly 13 to 
15 percent above 2012 levels. Rates for the high-third quality center pivot cropland averaged 
over $400 per acre across the eastern third of the state.    
• Pasture land rental rates on a per-acre basis moved upward in 2013 in most regions of the state. 
Last year’s forage production shortfalls, with seriously depleted carry-over stocks into 2013 has 
sharpened the demand for pasture, even though the potential grazing production output will 
likely be significantly below normal for the year. Added to the drought impact has been the 
gradual loss of pasture acreage in the Eastern Districts of the state, as favorable crop commodity 
prices created economic incentive to convert pasture to cropland. In turn, demand for the 
remaining forage acreage has been keener. 
• On a cow-calf pair per month basis, 2013 rates are up from a year ago in all regions, with most 




Table 11. Reported Cash Rental Rates for Pasture on a Monthly Rate Basis for 2013: Averages and 
Ranges by Agricultural Statistics Districta 
 
 Agricultural Statistics District 
Type Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Month - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 Cow-Calf Pair Ratesc 
Average. . . . . 30.50 39.00 42.35 40.75 41.30 39.20 39.00 39.40 
Range: High.. 36.85 50.00 55.00 49.95 52.00 51.00 44.75 49.20 
             Low . . 24.65 30.00 36.70 30.15 34.00 33.00 31.00 31.40 
Stocker (500-600 lb. ) Rates: 
Average. . . . . 18.50 b 25.00 24.75 b 24.20 b b 
Range: High.. 22.25 b 30.00 29.50 b 30.00 b b 
             Low. . 14.00 b 21.00 19.00 b 19.00 b b 
SOURCE: a Reporters’ estimated cash rental rates (both averages and ranges) from the 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate  
  Market Developments Survey. 
 b Insufficient number of reports. 
 c A cow-calf pair is typically considered to be 1.25 to 1.30 animal units (animal unit being 1,000 lb. animal). However,  
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Special Feature: Market Aspects of Center Pivot Irrigated Land 
 
In the past decade, Nebraska overtook California as the state with the highest number of irrigated acres 
in the country.1 Nebraska has more than 8.5 million acres of irrigated land, relying primarily on the 
groundwater from the Ogallala Aquifer for its irrigation. The primary method of irrigation in the state is 
with center pivot systems — a technology which was invented and developed in Nebraska, with all the 
major manufacturing companies headquartered there. As of 2007, nearly 80 percent of the irrigated land 
in the state used center pivot systems; and this percentage continues to grow as gravity irrigated land 
(which can be converted) is changed over to this technology.  
 
Efficiency is the reason behind the predominance of this center pivot technology. And that comes in 
several different components.  
  
• Labor efficiency: According to the 2013 UNL Nebraska Crop Budget series, the labor associated 
with running gravity irrigation on corn will average one and three-fourth hours per acre; while 
labor associated with irrigating the same crop using a center pivot system will be less than one-
third hour per acre.2  At a labor charge of $20 per hour, that converts to a production cost savings 
approaching $30 per acre.  
• Water efficiency: With the newer center pivot technology (drop nozzles with precision 
application monitoring, etc.) producers can get more than 90 percent of the water pumped to 
the crop’s root zone, as compared with 50 to 55 percent application efficiency levels with gravity 
systems. Moreover, there is greater uniformity of application across the field with center pivot 
systems. In short, center pivot technologies can essentially double water use efficiency.  
• Energy efficiency: Associated with the water efficiency, there is considerable energy savings in 
pumping and distributing the water, which can easily be as much as $30 per irrigated corn acre.  
• Efficiency gains from precision agriculture: Although more difficult to measure, there are clearly 
both input cost savings and production enhancement opportunities which can be better achieved 
with center pivot technology. For producers farming larger acreages, these gains convert into 
very significant revenue impacts.   
 
Given the above, we are providing analysis results of several specific market aspects of center pivot 
irrigated land. First, we consider the center pivot premium relative to gravity irrigated land and how the 
market may be reflecting that in both land values and cash rents. Second, we report on recent survey 
results on cash rental rate adjustments under different ownership configurations of the center pivot 
irrigation system. Third, we report on recent findings regarding negotiated per acre cash rental rates, 
depending upon whether the rate includes the dryland corners or not.  
 
The Center Pivot Premium: 
 
Using annual historical data from our UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments series for 
the East Statistical Reporting District, as well as the state as a whole over the past 24 years, we find quite 
interesting shifts in land values and cash rental rates for the irrigated land classes (see Appendix Tables 4 
and 6). While both classes of irrigated land (center pivot and gravity) have shown strong gains in value 
and rents over the period, the center pivot irrigated land class has advanced more sharply.    
   
Using the per acre value metrics from the transfer market, we find that gravity irrigated land commanded 
the higher values early in the period, in part reflecting the fact that center pivot technology allowed 
lower-quality land to come into irrigation. But also, quite likely there was a more limited market 
understanding of the advantages which center pivot technology provided. So for a time there was, in 
fact, a discount rather than a premium. That changed, however, with a clear reversal in relative values by 
1998 in the East District and by 2006 for the state as a whole.  
Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments 2012-2013 Page 15 
 
In Figure 4 we have indexed the land value trend relationships of center pivot irrigated land to that of 
gravity irrigated land. When that index is greater than one, we can say there essentially is a center pivot 
premium operating in the transfer market. And indeed, that premium is evident and gradually growing 
over time. Currently in 2013, the index of 1.15 for the East District suggests that a parcel set up for center 
pivot irrigation (not including the cost of the center  pivot system itself) would bring a 15 percent 
premium over comparable gravity irrigated land (which would not be capable of converting). For 
example, if the gravity system sells for $10,000 per acre, the same parcel, if capable of being irrigated 
with center pivot technology, would likely fetch $11,500 per acre. (Note: center pivot values in our UNL 
series do not include the value of the center pivot system itself).   
 
The story is similar for cash rents. Analyzing the historical data for the East Region of the state shows that 
until 1994/1995 the cash rents for gravity irrigated cropland were almost equal to center pivot cropland 
(Figure 5). However, since 1996 the cash rents for center pivot cropland have been higher than that of 
gravity. This year (2013) the cash rental rates for center pivot irrigated cropland is averaging $35 per acre 
higher than gravity irrigated rates in the East District — implying a rent premium of over ten percent. 
That is a premium, even recognizing the fact that Eastern Nebraska center pivot per-acre rental rates are 
sometimes negotiated for the complete parcel with corners that are not irrigated, and thus farmed as 
dryland cropland.  
 
In summary, market participants in both the land transfer and land rental markets do recognize the 
center pivot premium — and for good reason. In fact, our data suggest this premium is gradually 
increasing over time as general understanding of the benefits of this technology grows. Conversely, land 
that is currently gravity irrigated, and due to particular features precluded from conversion to center 
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Cash Rental Rate Adjustments for Different Irrigation Ownership Configurations: 
 
The cash rental rates for center pivot irrigated cropland seen in Table 10 are assuming that the 
landowner owns the complete irrigation system. This is generally the case across the state, but it is 
increasingly common for the tenant to own various components of the system, and thus provide a rental 
payment-in-kind in addition to a specific dollar cash rent. In those situations, it is appropriate for the 
dollar cash rent to be adjusted downward from the “going cash rental rates in the area.” Reporters to the 
2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey provided updated detail of such 
dollar adjustments in their respective areas of the state. 
 
As seen in Table 12, when the tenant is providing the irrigation power unit, the dollar rent discount from 
“full landlord ownership” ranges from $10 to $19 per acre. 
 
 
Table 12. Cash Rental Adjustments on Center Pivot Irrigated Cropland in Nebraska under Various  




Average Cash Rent when 
Landowner Owns: 
Total System 
Average Per Acre Discount when Tenant Owns: 
Irrigation Power Unit Center Pivot 
 - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Unit - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Northwest 225 b b 
North 265 16 48 
Northeast 379 12 34 
Central 287 10 31 
East 355 10 33 
Southwest 269 19 48 
South 313 11 35 
Southeast 345 10 31 
SOURCE: 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
b Insufficient number of reports. 
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When compared against typical ownership costs of a fossil-fuel based power unit, these seem to be 
reasonable adjustments. Moreover, the variation across regions seems logical as well. The Southwest 
District, with the highest power unit adjustment reflects deeper pumping depths requiring larger, more 
costly engines. 
 
As for situations where the tenant is providing the center pivot system, the average per acre adjustments 
range from $31 to $48 across the regions. Part of the regional variation is reflecting differing annual 
water application rates which directly impact the useful life of the center pivot system, and therefore 
annual ownership costs. (Note: this dollar amount would be computed for only the actual acres being 
irrigated by the center pivot and would not include the dryland corner acres). 
 
Of course, when tenants are providing both power unit and center pivot system, the total contribution 
and payment-in-kind by the tenant would suggest a $40 to $45 per acre adjustment in the eastern third 
of the state, and higher elsewhere. 
 
Center Pivot Rental Rates With and Without Adjustments for Dryland Corners: 
 
Cash rental rates on irrigated land have been on a strong upward trend in recent years, which has 
continued into 2013. Obviously, with heavy demand, tenants have tended to bid aggressively, particularly 
in the eastern third of the state, which has led to a fairly frequent practice of center pivot parcels being 
bid on a straight per-acre rate for both the irrigated cropland and the dryland crop acres in the corners. 
After several years with normal or above rainfall, yield differentials on dryland corner acres were small 
enough to convince some tenants to bid essentially a per-acre irrigated cash rent for the whole cropland 
parcel.  
 
However, the severe drought conditions in 2012, which led to significantly-reduced yields on dryland 
cropland seems to have altered that perspective. Our 2013 survey reporters noted this change in the 
three eastern reporting districts. They reported a greater frequency of tenants preferring to negotiate 
leases with specific per-acre rates for the irrigated circle and the dryland corners.  
 
Reported 2013 rates in Table 13 highlight these different rental rates for center pivot irrigated cropland 
in the three Eastern Nebraska Districts. When irrigated rates were specifically negotiated for only the 
center pivot irrigated portion, the per-acre rates were $11 to $33 per acre higher than commonly 
reported in our conventional UNL cash rental series. The cash rates for the center pivot whole parcel 
average reflect the lower rental rates on the outer dryland corners of an 80 or 160 acre parcel, which a 
conventional pivot cannot reach.  A relatively small difference between these two rates implies the land 
tenant does not discount very much for the dryland corners when bidding on the parcel. In a highly 
competitive rental market, bidders may not discount for the dryland corners as much in an effort to 
obtain the lease.  
 
In analyzing the economics underlying these reported differences, we assumed a typical 160 acre center 
pivot irrigated quarter with 132 acres irrigated by the pivot, with the remaining 28 acres (seven acres in 
each corner) not reached by the pivot and farmed as dryland cropland. We could then arrive at a 
weighted rental rate for the entire 160 acre parcel using the reported per acre rates in Table 11.    
 
The difference between the reported center pivot whole parcel averages of Table 13 and the estimated 
average rental rate per acre on an irrigated center pivot by agricultural statistical district are reported in 
Table 14. A large positive dollar per acre difference suggests tenants in the Northeast and Southeast 
Districts may be overbidding when negotiating on a single rate for the entire parcel.  In contrast, the 
small dollar difference in the East District would seem to indicate that tenants are not overbidding on 
whole parcel arrangements.  
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Several factors may account for the differences in the reported versus the weighted estimated rates on 
center pivot irrigated ground.  Rental markets in the Northeast District have been highly competitive in 
bidding. Non-irrigated corners in the East District are somewhat more uniform. Therefore, rental rates for 
dryland in the East District may be more in line with the irrigated rental rates. Irrigation is seen as a 
significant benefit in the Southeast District, where access to adequate water for irrigation is more 
problematic. Thus, producers seem willing to bid more per acre on average for the entire parcel to obtain 
the lease on the ground.  
 
In summary, operators may be willing to bid a high single average rate across all the irrigated and dryland 
acres on a parcel of ground to obtain the lease.  But, consideration should be given on weighting the bid 
for an entire parcel, taking into account the different rates of productivity on the irrigated and dryland 
acres.        
 
 
Table 13. Reported Center Pivot Cash Rental Rates for Selected Districts in 2013a 
 
Reported Survey Statistics Agricultural Statistics District 
Northeast East Southeast 
 - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - 
Center Pivot Irrigated Acres Only . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 397 388 356 
Center Pivot Whole Parcel Rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 379 355 345 
  Rental Difference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 33 11 





Table 14. Estimated Bidding Differences and Adjusted Irrigated Whole Parcel Rental Rates for 
  Selected Districts in 2013a  
 
Reported Survey Statistics 
Agricultural Statistics District 
Northeast East Southeast 
 - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - 
    Weighted Irrigated Whole Parcel Rental Rate . . . . . . . . .    369 358 324 
    Rental Bidding Difference  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   10 -3 21 
SOURCE: a 2013 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
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    3,507 
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    4,338 



















    6,178 
    8,249 
  10,246 
       
SOURCE: a Farm Real Estate Historical Series Data: 1950-92, USDA, Economic Research Service, Sta. Bul. No. 855, May 1993 and earlier reports as well 
as recent electronic issues annually by Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
  b  Preliminary 
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                  25.1 
                  30.9 
                  23.1 
 
a Revised from series reported in earlier reports. Refers to year ending March 1 for years prior to 1976; year ending February 1 for years 1976-1981; 
 year ending April 1 for years 1982-1985; year ending February 1 for years 1986-1989; year ending January 1 for years 1990-1994; mid-year 1995-
 1997, and year ending January 1, 2000. 
b Computed by dividing the USDA average value per acre by the 1st Quarter GDP Price Deflator (2000 = 100) and multiplying by 100. 
c A positive value entry in this column represents a real increase in asset value for the year (i.e., the rate of land value appreciation exceeded the general 
 rate of inflation for the U.S. economy). Conversely, a negative value entry represents a real decrease in asset value. 
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a February 1 estimates reported in the UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys: revised series, 6/09. 
b Computed by dividing the average value per acre by the 1st Quarter Gross Domestic Price (GDP) Deflator and multiplying by 100. 
c Pivot not included in per acre value. 
d  Deflated all land average based on the UNL Nebraska Survey series and will not correspond directly with the USDA series presented in  







Appendix Table 3. Nominal and Deflated Agricultural Land Values by Selected Types of Land in Nebraska, 
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
 






















- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - -  -  - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
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         873        
1102 
            953            
1152 
757 














  680 
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  598 
  567 
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
 




































































































































































































































































































































































































     669 
     797 
   1010 
   1230 
 






















 Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments 2012-2013 Page 29 
Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
 










































  754 
  650 
  668 








  612 
  567 
  691 








  900 
  775 









  940 
  802 









  975 










  867 
  718 
  740 








  963 
  863 









  957 
  843 
























  834 
  889 
  857 
  875 
857 
  870 





































































































































































































































































































































































 Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments 2012-2013 Page 32 
Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, 1978-2013.a 
Year 
 









































































































































































a February 1st estimates reported in the annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
b Pivot not included in per acre value. 
c Weighted average based upon acreage in each land type. 
d All land average for state may not conform to USDA series due to different acreage weighting. In addition, the USDA series includes farm 
buildings in its per acre estimates of value. 
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  Appendix Table 5. Historical Per Acre Value Range for Different Types and Quality Grades of Land in Nebraska by Agricultural Statistics 




District and Type 
 of Land 
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Northwest: 
   Dry Crop (No irr. potential)1 
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See footnotes at end of table. 
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SOURCE: a UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
 b Pivot not included in per acre value. 
District and Type of Land 
Reported Value Per Acre 
Low Grade High Grade 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
East: 
   Dry Crop (No irr. Potential) 
   Dry Crop (Irr. Potential) 
   Grazing (Tillable) 
   Grazing (Nontillable) 
   Hayland 
   Gravity Irrigated 


















































































































               
Southwest: 
   Dry Crop (No irr. Potential) 
   Dry Crop (Irr. Potential) 
   Grazing (Tillable) 
   Graziing (Nontillable) 
   Hayland 
   Gravity Irrigated 

















































































































               
South: 
    Dry Crop (No irr. Potential) 
   Dry Crop (Irr. Potential) 
   Grazing (Tillable) 
   Graziing (Nontillable) 
   Hayland 
   Gravity Irrigated 

















































































































               
Southeast: 
   Dry Crop (No irr. Potential) 
   Dry Crop (Irr. Potential) 
   Grazing (Tillable) 
   Graziing (Nontillable) 
   Hayland 
   Gravity Irrigated 
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of  
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of  
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of  
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of  
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of  
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Appendix Table 6. Historical Average Cash Rental Rates of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of 
Land by Agricultural Statistics District, 1981-2013.a 
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and Year 
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 a Reporter=s annual estimates of cash rental rates in the annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey series.  
  b Insufficient number of reports.  
  c  A cow-calf pair is typically considered to be 1.25 to 1.30 animal units. However, this can vary depending on weight of cow and age of 
  calf.   
 
 
 
